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Executive Summary
Offering a thorough, fact-based analysis of the stakeholder identification, categorisation, and engagement strategies required for Marks and Spencer’s (M&S) successful ConnectPlus launch. To increase customer retention, direct strategic decision-making, and create sustainable brand differentiation in both local and global markets, M&S’s new digitally enhanced customer loyalty and engagement platform, ConnectPlus, combines mobile-based rewards programs, AI for personalised recommendations, and advanced data analytics. The projected six-month phased implementation across specified global regions required advanced, culturally sensitive stakeholder management to address regulatory change, varying consumer expectations, and internal organisational disagreements.
This analysis carefully identifies and ranks important internal stakeholders and external stakeholders based on established stakeholder theory, such as Freeman’s (1984) foundation stakeholder model, Mitchell, Agle, and Wood’s (1997) Salience Model, and Mendelow’s (1991) Power/Interest Matrix. Among the engagement mechanisms it uses and defends are the 4Cs framework, RACI structures for role clarity, and proactive conflict-resolution strategies based on relational perspectives (Ashcroft, 2017; Cristopher, Payne, and Ballantyne, 2013).
Increase trust, acceptance rates, legal compliance, and creativity are among the major benefits of successful engagement. However, these benefits are weighed against challenges such as resource levels, conflicting organisational priorities, cultural differences in international contexts, and ethical concerns about data privacy, analytical transparency, and AI governance. Insights from M&S’s reputation for quality, accountability, and customer care give a practical foundation. The research concludes with recommendations to incorporate stakeholder involvement as a strategic advantage.
1. Introduction
Founded in 1884, Marks & Spencer (M&S) headquartered in London. With the help of over 70,000 employees, M&S runs more than 1,400 locations globally and maintains a significant online presence in more than 100 foreign markets through franchise agreements and owned websites. Every year, the business provides services to over 30 million clients (M&S Corporate Reports, 2025). The company has increased its exclusive online presence through 46 new international websites, accelerated digitisation, and relaunched its Sparks loyalty program as a digital-first offering with over 15 million members (Retail Touchpoints, 2021; M&S Annual Report, 2022). These developments offer a strong foundation for upcoming customer-focused digital initiatives.
ConnectPlus, an integrated, AI-powered loyalty and engagement ecosystem that provides actionable customer data, smooth mobile rewards experiences, and highly customised product recommendations, the next strategic advancement. Primary objectives include boosting retention, enabling data-driven merchandising and marketing choices, and enhancing distinctiveness in a retail environment that is becoming more competitive. The biggest challenge for a project manager is co-ordinating multi-stakeholder alignment to secure design input, implementation support, regulatory approval, and high levels of user acceptability and advocacy.
According to modern stakeholder theory and relationship marketing research the quality of connections with all parties who influence or are influenced by strategic efforts is essential for long-term organisational performance (Freeman, 1984; Donaldson and Preston, 1995; Christopher et al., 2013). Ashcroft’s (2017) relational perspective emphasises the need to evaluate, manage, and interact with stakeholder relationships as assets. This means that for a complicated, international digital platform launch like ConnectPlus, smart, varied engagement strategies that consider variations in power, legitimacy, urgency, cultural context, and ethical standards are required.
Research in 2018 and more recent advances in stakeholder theory have extended standard models to consider the unique characteristics of digital platforms, data ecosystems, and AI-driven services. Frameworks like “Platform Ecosystem Stakeholder Theory” and “Multi-Stakeholder Governance in Digital Contexts” highlight networked links, the sharing of value through data and algorithms, and the ethical governance of AI-mediated partnerships. These modern insights highlight the necessity of power differences in data flows applied to ConnectPlus, inclusive methods for controlling the creation of digital assets, and analytical transparency. This perspective also highlights how important it is to include stakeholders in consent structures, personalisation systems, and cross-border data and feature preferences. As a responsible digital environment, this guarantees that the platform builds confidence.
2. SMART Objectives
The ConnectPlus stakeholder engagement process is structured around the following four SMART goals, all strongly tied to project objectives and M&S’s overall strategic aim of customer-driven growth and global competitiveness:
1. Following thorough stakeholder identification, mapping, and prioritisation using the Power/Interest Matrix and Salience Model, a validated, stakeholder register and engagement plan agreed by the Project Steering Committee must be created during the first four weeks of the recruiting phase.
2. Before beginning the comprehensive platform design and user acceptability testing, develop and implement an integrated framework for stakeholder interaction and communication that combines the 4Cs model, RACI clarity, and appropriate procedures (target completion: end of month two).
3. To achieve at least 85% positive responses and active involvement rates among prioritised stakeholder segments during the trial period in two lead markets, minimising resistance and maximise collaboration.
4. Within six months of ConnectPlus’s launch, a 12-15% increase in customer retention rates is anticipated as a direct result of carefully using stakeholder insights into customisation algorithms, rewards systems, and privacy measures.
3. SWOT Analysis
Key internal strengths and external factors that will influence project success and long-term value development are revealed by a balanced SWOT analysis of the ConnectPlus launch’s stakeholder engagement strategy.
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· A well-established brand reputation for integrity, quality, and customer service (Plan A), with a track record of success in digital transformation (Sparks relaunch, 46 international sites).
· Relational stakeholder infrastructure already in place and prepared for integration, such as Voice of the Customer, BIG, and community platforms.
· Clear project governance frameworks and strong internal AI/data technical skills (RACI, 4Cs potential).
· The customer-driven growth strategy is highly aligned with senior leadership.
	· The potential of stakeholder fatigue; costly co-ordination across international markets, cultures, and time zones.
· Fundamental conflicts between roles (e.g., legal/DPO requirements for consent and minimisation vs marketing’s demand for rich behavioural data).
· Difficulties in defining relational outcomes that go beyond measurement, such as trust and commitment.
· Possible differences in power that could exclude individual customer voices, smaller overseas partners, or frontline employees.

	Opportunities
	Threats

	· Co-created, trusted customisation, rewards, and privacy-respecting features improve customer retention by 12-15%.
· Increase brand uniqueness and competitiveness globally as an ethical, customer-focused online retailer.
· Create a significant amount of trust and relationship capital that strengthens resilience and supports upcoming digital projects.
· Show leadership in ethical AI governance to draw talent, partners, and regulatory support.
	· Fines, reputational damage, or regulatory enforcement measures resulting from perceived non-compliance or cross-border data/AI ethics violations.
· International franchisees’ opposition or fragmented acceptance because of cultural mismatch or inadequate local adaptation.
· If participation is perceived as meaningless or if power disparities continue, stakeholders may become disengaged or sceptical.
· Commercial and reputational harm if data procedures are unclear or AI recommendations are perceived as deceptive.


The strengths and opportunities outnumber the weaknesses and dangers when stakeholder involvement is carried out with cultural sensitivity, a sincere commitment to mutual value, and strong ethical protections. This positions ConnectPlus for a successful, long-lasting launch.
4. Identification and Categorisation of Key Stakeholders
Effective stakeholder involvement begins with thorough identification and classification. Two complementary frameworks that provide analytical integrity are Mendelow’s (1991) Power/Interest Matrix and Mitchell, Agle, and Wood’s (1997) Salience Model. By classifying stakeholders according to their capacity to affect project outcomes and the degree to which they are affected by or interested in those outcomes, the former establishes four key areas with suggested engagement postures. By assessing stakeholders according to three criteria – power, legitimacy, and urgency – the results produce seven distinct groups that guide resource distribution and priority.
4.1 Internal Stakeholders 
The ConnectPlus project’s internal stakeholders include high-power, high-interest groups like the Board and Senior Management, which provide strategic direction, capital allocation, and oversight of ROI and brand risks; the Project Manager and Core Delivery Team, which manage daily multi-functional connectivity, platform structure, data flows, AI model training, cybersecurity, and sustainability; and the IT, Data Science, and AI Engineering teams, whose technical expertise is crucial but influence is controlled by defined processes. Finance, Procurement, and Legal/DPO teams, which monitor budgets, compliance, DPIAs, and ethical reviews; Marketing and Customer Experience teams, which concentrate on feature specification, personalisation logic, and brand alignment through co-operative workshops; and Frontline Employees and Store Teams, which have less formal authority but are crucial advocates, data contributors, and customer-facing implementers whose support prevents resistance and ensures authentic experiences, are example of medium-to-high influence partners.
4.2 External Stakeholders
External Stakeholders include suppliers and technology partners, who have moderate-to-high power due to interconnected dependencies and need co-operative SLAs and collaboration for effortless delivery; customers, both domestic and foreign, are the main beneficiaries with low formal power but high interest in reward value, personalised recommendations, and data privacy, requiring effective guidance and feedback mechanisms to drive adoption; regulators with significant authority and occasional urgency on compliance, data breaches, and AI ethics, such as the ICO and EU data protection authorities, who require proactive DPIA sharing and horizon scanning; Local communities and non-governmental organisations that may be impacted by data centre or supply chain impacts, whose rising status requires adaptable sustainability and ethics dialogue to maintain organisational legitimacy; international franchises, partners, and distributors with varying influence and interest based on market maturity, requiring respectful collaboration to balance local adaptation with global brand consistency; and shareholders and investors exercising high influence through demands for clear ROI, risk mitigation, and strategic justification through investor briefings.
Table 2: Key Stakeholders Categorised via Power/Interest Matrix and Salience Model
	Stakeholder Group
	Type 
	Power 
	Interest 
	Salience Type
	Primary Engagement
Strategy 

	Senior Management /Board
	Internal 
	High 
	High 
	Definitive
	Manage Closely – Steering meetings, dashboards, risk escalation

	Project Manager and Core Team
	Internal 
	High 
	High 
	Definitive 
	Manage Closely – Daily co-ordination, ownership of integration

	IT/Data Science/AI Teams
	Internal 
	High 
	High 
	Definitive
	Manage Closely – Technical governance, joint KPIs

	Marketing and Customer Experience
	Internal 
	Medium 
	High 
	Dominant 
	Keep Informed and Collaborate – Co-creation workshops, journey mapping

	Finance and Procurement 
	Internal 
	High 
	Medium 
	Dominant 
	Keep Satisfied – Budget governance, ROI tracking, milestone reviews 

	Legal/DPO/Compliance
	Internal 
	High 
	High 
	Definitive 
	Manage Closely – DPIA gates, regulatory horizon scanning, ethics reviews

	Frontline Employees/Store Teams
	Internal 
	Low 
	High 
	Dependent 
	Keep Informed and Consult – Training Programmes, feedback forms, recognition

	Customers (UK & International)
	External 
	Low 
	High 
	Dependent 
	Keep Informed and Consult – Surveys, in-app feedback, “You Said We Did” loops

	Technology Partners/Suppliers
	External 
	Medium 
	High 
	Dominant 
	Collaborate – Joint development agreements, SLAs, innovation partnerships

	Regulators (ICO, EU DPAs, etc)
	External 
	High 
	Medium 
	Dangerous/Dominant
	Keep Satisfied and Monitor – Compliance reporting, proactive consultation, DPIA sharing

	Shareholders/Investors
	External 
	High 
	Medium 
	Dominant 
	Keep Satisfied – Investor briefings, ESG integration, performance updates

	International Franchises/Partners
	External 
	Medium 
	High 
	Dominant 
	Collaborate and Consult – Local adaption workshops, shared KPIs, cultural liaison

	Media and Industry Analysts 
	External 
	Medium 
	Medium 
	Discretionary
	Monitor and Inform – Press releases, analyst briefings, thought leadership

	Local Communities/NGOs
	External 
	Low 
	Medium 
	Discretionary
	Monitor – Sustainability and ethics reporting, selective dialogue when salience rises


Source: Adapted from Mendelow (1991) Power/Interest Matrix and Mitchell et al. (1997) Salience Model.
Figure 1: Salience Model Stakeholder Distribution for ConnectPlus – Priority Categories Highlighted

Prioritising is further improved using the Salience Model (Figure 1).
 Examples of “definitive” stakeholders are Senior Management, the Project Team, IT/Data heads, and the Legal/DPO function. These stakeholders need the most thorough, active involvement since they have all three qualities of power, legitimacy, and urgency.
 Examples of “dominant” stakeholders that require constant strategic attention are finance, marketing leads, technological partners, shareholders, and foreign partners.
“Dependent” stakeholders, particularly clients and front-line staff, must have their opinions often amplified through consultation processes while having less formal power.
Cautious compliance management is necessary to reduce negative pressure from “dangerous” stakeholders such as certain regulators in harsh regimes. This typology facilitates the efficient use of limited engagement resources while safeguarding organisational legitimacy and ethical integrity, according to Jones (1995) and later studies.
5. Roles, Responsibilities, Benefits and Challenges of Key Stakeholders
Beyond classifying, developing effective engagement interventions necessitates a thorough understanding of the roles, benefits, and potential issues of each stakeholder group. Relationship marketing theory (Christopher et al., 2013) and the relational lens (Ashcroft, 2017) argue that value is co-created through collaborative, mutual processes as opposed to forceful transactions. While external stakeholders supply market legitimacy, customer data, operating licenses, and creative partnerships, internal stakeholders supply ConnectPlus with technical expertise, operational capabilities, and management monitoring. Benefits are mutual: stakeholders gain influence, transparency or real value, while M&S guarantees easier implementation, less resistance, greater use, and stronger long-term ties. Common reasons of difficulties include misaligned benefits, data imbalances, resource constraints, and contextual problems like competing departmental KPIs or cultural norms about data sharing.
Importantly, advertisements provide opportunities for personal involvement rather than being obstacles. A perfect illustration of broader conversations in retail digitalisation is the basic tension between marketing’s demand for rich behavioural data to enable personalisation and the DPO’s requirement for solid consent and minimisation. Potential disagreement can be transformed into product innovation through organised collaborative workshops on privacy-enhancing technology. Distinct cultural viewpoints on data sharing and customisation engagement techniques and locally customised feature sets, in keeping with relationship marketing’s core principle of contextual value creation (Christopher et al., 2013). The institutional knowledge gained from M&S’s global website development and Sparks relaunch experience can be used to address these problems on a larger scale with greater complexity.
6. Stakeholder Engagement Process, Mechanisms and Conflict Management
The engagement approach aligns with a five-phase lifecycle that is both flexible and organised, adhering to project management best practices and relational principles: (1) Identification & Analysis; (2) Planning; (3) Execution; (4) Monitoring, Measurement & Adaption; The duration is comparable to Ashcroft’s (2017) emphasis on continuous interaction monitoring and improvement including Bourne’s (2015) stakeholder relationship management strategy. Important theoretical and practical methods include the 4Cs Model, RACI matrices, and proactive conflict management informed by SWANS/OWANS analysis and internet-based negotiation.
6.1 The 4Cs Model and Communication Plan
The 4Cs Model – Communication, Collaboration, Consultation, and Commitment – offers a comprehensive framework for multi-channel, multi-directional interaction. Communication guarantees long-term ownership and advocacy through shared governance, inspiring alignment, and transparent answers to input. ConnectPlus’s engagement intensity is deliberately stacked, increasing during planning and design, continuing but declining during construction and testing, with capacity reserved for launch and early adoption support. The Collective online community, M&S’s current Voice of the Customer program, and the Business Involvement Group (BIG) for peers all provide tested, adaptable channels that might be expanded and integrated into the ConnectPlus engagement framework.
 Table 3: RACI Matrix for Key ConnectPlus Activities
	Activity/Deliverable
	Senior Management
	Project Manager
	IT/Data Lead
	Marketing Lead
	Legal/DPO
	Customers 
	Tech Partners

	Stakeholder Mapping & Living Register
	A
	R
	C
	C
	C
	I
	I

	Requirements Definition (Personalisation, Rewards, Privacy)
	I
	A
	C
	R
	C
	C
	C

	Data Architecture, AI Model Design & Integration
	I
	A
	R
	C
	C
	I
	C

	DPIA, GDPR & AI Ethics Compliance Documentation
	I
	A
	C
	C
	R
	I
	C

	Pilot Testing, Feedback Collection & Iteration
	I
	A
	C
	R
	C
	R/C
	C

	International Market Adaptation & Localisation
	A
	R
	C
	C
	C
	C
	R

	Lauch Communication, Training & Change Management
	A
	R
	C
	R
	C
	I
	I

	Post-Launch Performance Review, Learning & Roadmap Update
	A
	R
	C
	C
	C
	C
	C


R = Responsible; A = Accountable; C = Consulted; I = Informed 
Adapted for ConnectPlus





Figure 2: Critical Evaluation – Quantified Benefits vs Challenges of Stakeholder Engagement for ConnectPlus

 Impact Score (%) – Based on Academic and Industry Evidence
Throughout the project life cycle, engagement needs to be dynamically adjusted (Figure 2). Early phases require significant senior management and technical leadership involvement to provide the foundation and establish governance. In the middle phases, the emphasis switches to marketing/CX co-creation for validation and improvement. To promote adoption, launch stages demand an increase in customer communication and partner help, while post-launch focuses on monitoring with targeted improvement based on usage statistics and feedback. This flexible, phased implementation of the 4Cs prevents stakeholder fatigue, maximises resource deployment, and sustains momentum. M&S’s established pulse survey network and community platforms make it simple to carry out continuous listening at a rapid pace.
Conflict management has become an active skill rather than a reactive necessity. Misalignments are discovered early on when a SWANS/OWANS lens is used. For example, international partners’ desire for substantial local adaptation contradicts with central brand and technology leadership preferences, or marketing’s need for rapid, rich data access competes with the DPO’s criteria for consent, minimisation, and purpose limitation. Resolution pathways include things like aided interest-based negotiating workshops, clear escalation channels with clearly stated decision rights, and deliberate structuring of “win-win” outcomes. Regular anonymous “relationship health checks,” third-party facilitation for sensitive topics, and clear commitment fulfilment promote psychological safety and relationship value.
Evidence from M&S’s Plan Open, inclusive meetings reduce conflict and frequently generate innovative ideas that individual decision-making would overlook, as demonstrated by multi-stakeholder conversations and a sustainability program.
7. Critical Evaluation of Benefits, Challenges and Ethical Considerations
Stakeholder participation for a sophisticated, global digital platform like ConnectPlus presents enormous ethical commitments and unanticipated challenges in addition to providing significant strategic gains. A critical and balanced assessment that draws from both academic research and M&S’s own transformation experience concludes that outcomes are ultimately determined by the quality and depth of relational involvement, not just procedural compliance.
Benefits: Systematic, unique interaction builds trust, commitment, and co-ownership directly supports deeper behavioural understanding, higher retention, and stronger brand distinction. Customer input in feature prioritisation and trial validation increases the probability that AI recommendations and reward mechanisms generate actual perceived value, like the progressive approach that strengthened the Sparks program.
Clear RACI definitions and co-operative methods eliminate duplication, speed up decision-making, and reveal multi-functional interdependencies early on. Involving partners and regulators proactively lowers the likelihood of violations and expedites market access. Investor and shareholder participation offers ongoing financial support for innovation as well as strategic patience. According to statistics, there is a high correlation between project success rates and established stakeholder management methods (PMI, 2021).
Additionally, the relationship capital generated enhances the organisation’s resilience and reputation, both of which are critical in the transparent, examined world of retail digitalisation.
Challenges: It takes dedicated capacity, smart co-ordination, and cultural awareness to manage multiple stakeholders across time zones, languages, and cultural standards. Involvement that is effective requires a lot of resources. Objectives may unavoidably conflict with each other: local market relevance vs worldwide platform standard; short-term business pressure vs long-term relationship investment. Participation quality may be lowered by information overload and consultation fatigue. Power imbalances have the potential to silence weaker but sincere voices, such as front-line co-workers, smaller foreign partners, or individual clients.
While statistical data are frequently easily gathered, more complex, mixed-method approaches are needed to measure the deeper constructs of trust, commitment, and relationship quality (Ashcroft, 2017). Cultural variations in communication styles and authority expectations further challenge the uniform application of engagement frameworks.
Ethical Considerations: Data privacy, statistical honesty, and AI management are the three most significant ethical concerns. ConnectPlus’s customisation capabilities highlight fundamental questions about informed consent, systematic bias across demographic groups, potential manipulation through highly tailored recommendations, and the appropriate balance between commercial profit extraction and user liberty. As a result, engagement processes must include genuine ethical discussion in addition to compliance checklists. For instance, they may involve ethical experts, consumer advocates, and consumers in conversations around AI management and impact assessments. Cross-border data transfers present additional legal and cultural concerns.
Clear safeguards against exploitation or transactional consultation are required due to power imbalance between a major company and individual clients or smaller suppliers. Disclosure regarding how stakeholder input influences decisions is essential for maintaining legitimacy. A credible platform is provided by M&S’s long-time dedication to business ethics, which is demonstrated by Plan A and quality history. However, any perceived ethical transgression bears serious reputational repercussions due to the increased visibility and attention to detail provided by digital platforms. Genuine stakeholder involvement done with integrity and wisdom is an ethical strategy that can help resolve these problems.
In conclusion, when strategies are implemented consistently, culturally considerate, and with a genuine commitment to mutual value creation, the advantages of demanding, theory-informed stakeholder involvement far outweigh the challenges and ethical issues. For ConnectPlus, this requires the use of M&S’s existing relationship strengths, such as engagement as a crucial, resourced workstream from mobilisation through post-launch improvement, and approaching both successes and mistakes critically with a view towards learning.
8. Conclusion and Recommendations
For the launch of M&S’s ConnectPlus platform, while offering a thorough, theoretically based examination of stakeholder identification, classification, and engagement. Based on Freeman’s stakeholder theory, the Salience Model, Power/Interest Matrix, relational perspectives (Ashcroft, 2017; Cristopher et al., 2023), and helpful frameworks like the 4Cs and RACI, the analysis has identified key internal and external stakeholders, explained their roles and contributions, evaluated the benefits and challenges, and proposed original, workable engagement strategies for the platform’s six-month worldwide launch. To achieve ConnectPlus’s goals of enhanced engagement, data-driven decision-making, and brand differentiation while navigating regulatory, cultural, and ethical complexities, the critical analysis shows that stakeholder engagement is an important strategic asset rather than a side project activity.
Key Recommendations for Implementation:
· Establish a dedicated workstream for including stakeholders from the beginning that has resources, ownership, and alignment with the project’s overall management framework.
· Instantly implement the RACI grid, phased 4Cs engagement plan, and confirmed stakeholder register, giving priority to early accomplishments in high-salience stakeholder mapping and quick-cycle customer/employee consultation.
· Invest in localised engagement capabilities and cultural competency for international markets through franchisee and partner networks.
· Make ethical AI and data management a frequent topic of conversation and incorporate a range of stakeholder perspectives into impact assessment and development processes.
· At every project phase transition, create integrated measurement dashboards with formal review gates that record both qualitative relationship health indicators and statistical engagement measurements.
· To increase organisational competency for upcoming digital and transformation initiatives, record and share lessons learned throughout the lifecycle.
When executed with care and meaningful purpose, these measures will not only enhance M&S’s reputation as a customer-focused, ethical, and innovative global retailer, but they will also greatly increase the possibility of a smooth, widely supported, and value-creating launch of ConnectPlus.
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Stakeholder Salience Model Distribution for ConnectPlus (Adapted from Mitchell, Agle & Wood, 1997)

Stakeholder Salience Model Distribution for ConnectPlus (Adapted from Mitchell, Agle 	&	 Wood, 1997)	
Definitve	Demanding	Discretionary	Dormant 	Dangerous	Dependent	Dominant	0.23	0.06	0.2	0.11	0.09	0.14000000000000001	0.17	

Critical Evaluation: Benefits vs Challenges of Stakeholder Engagement for Global ConnectPlus Launch at M&S

Potential Benefits	Improved Customer  Retention 	&	 Loyalty	Enhanced Data-Driven Decision Making	Regulatory Compliance 	&	 Risk Mitigation	Brand Differentiation 	&	 Innovation	Cross-Cultural Collaboration	Trust 	&	 Commitment Building	0.9	0.85	0.78	0.88	0.7	0.95	Key Challenges	Improved Customer  Retention 	&	 Loyalty	Enhanced Data-Driven Decision Making	Regulatory Compliance 	&	 Risk Mitigation	Brand Differentiation 	&	 Innovation	Cross-Cultural Collaboration	Trust 	&	 Commitment Building	0.3	0.56000000000000005	0.4	0.6	0.45	0.37	Column1	Improved Customer  Retention 	&	 Loyalty	Enhanced Data-Driven Decision Making	Regulatory Compliance 	&	 Risk Mitigation	Brand Differentiation 	&	 Innovation	Cross-Cultural Collaboration	Trust 	&	 Commitment Building	
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